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The main goal of a scientific workshop is to bring together experts in a specific field or related fields
to collaborate, to discuss, and to creatively make progress in a particular area. The organizational
aspects of such a meeting play a critical role in achieving these goals. We here present suggestions
from scientists to scientists that hopefully help in organizing a successful scientific workshop that
maximizes collaboration and creativity.
I. INTRODUCTION
The interconnectivity of the modern world has allowed
for almost instant access to publications and contact
among scientists across the globe. We have come a long
way since the early days of the internet with electronic
bulletin boards. Today, Skype, Google Chat and many
other telecommunication platforms allow for instant con-
versations with colleagues, as well as remote attendance
at meetings and even conferences. For example, the pre-
sentation that announced the first possible detection of
the Higgs particle was streamed live over the internet,
so that people all over the world could get access to this
information instantly.
In spite of this interconnectivity that we take for
granted, personal, face-to-face, scientific meetings have
remained popular and one of the most productive and
effective ways to develop collaborations. Typically, such
meetings can be divided into conferences and workshops.
The main goal of conferences is to bring together ex-
perts in a rather wide range of areas to disseminate new
results. Because of this, conferences are usually much
larger than workshops, involving hundreds or thousands
of scientists, with a very large number of short talks (of
duration O(10) minutes), a few long, plenary talks, and
rather short breaks between talks.
Workshops, on the other hand, usually have a very dif-
ferent goal: to bring together a smaller number of experts
in a specific field or related fields to encourage collabo-
ration, creativity, and progress during and following the
workshop. Because of this, workshops are usually much
smaller than conferences, perhaps involving less than one
hundred scientists, with usually no short talks, a very
small number of long talks, and ample time for discus-
sion.
The level to which a workshop achieves such goals is
a sensitive function of its organization. We here sum-
marize a few suggestions on how to organize a successful
workshop, distilled from our own experiences attending
and organizing workshops, and discussions with other or-
ganizers and attendees. Scientific workshops come in a
variety of forms and by no means do the suggestions that
follow exhaust all possible ways to organize a workshop.
In fact, as we will discuss below, there are many roads to
success. The goal of this paper is to provide some guide to
hopefully help workshop organizers (particularly young
faculty and postdocs) when planning future meetings.
The motivation for this paper comes from requests
from colleagues, who have identified a need for such ma-
terial. Although we searched the literature, we have not
found a concise paper on this topic, written by scien-
tists for scientists. Of course, any workshop organizer
could read on successful organizational techniques writ-
ten by other professionals, think about how to translate
these techniques to scientific meetings, and then compare
and contrast these with techniques applied in the past in
other meetings. This, however, requires careful research,
planning, and preparation, which takes quite a bit of time
and effort.
The intended audience of this note is primarily young
scientists that have been tasked with organizing a work-
shop for the first time. Such scientists may not have the
time (or desire) to research and compile information on
how to best organize a workshop. Experienced scientists,
ie. those who have organized workshops before, may find
this note unnecessary. But of course, he who knows the
answer to a problem usually thinks the answer is obvious.
Hopefully, this note will present ideas that may not have
occurred even to experienced scientists.
II. WORKSHOP OBJECTIVES
In this section, we discuss how to define workshop ob-
jectives and then proceed to list and describe a set of
tips that are useful when organizing a workshop. We will
concentrate on workshops only; there is not a one-to-one
mapping between the tips presented here and those that
are useful for conference organization.
2A. Defining Objectives
The first step in organizing a successful scientific work-
shop is to set workshop objectives. This may sound obvi-
ous, but it is tremendously important because the rest of
the planning follows directly from the stated objectives.
In other words, the organizers must first determine (very
early on) what will define success so that they can plan
for it. The definition of success is not unique and it de-
pends on the type of workshop one wishes to organize,
the topic of the workshop, etc.
In our interviews, we have found that some of the most
common goals are to create a workshop that possesses
(i) an open and friendly atmosphere,
(ii) ample opportunity for discussions,
(iii) participants with high and distinct levels of exper-
tise,
(iv) incentives for participation.
All of these objectives are interconnected and support
each other. Keeping these objectives in mind can help in
the planning of other organizational details.
B. Objective-Centered Organization
The best organizational techniques will follow from the
organizers’ objectives. Below, we list some organizational
suggestions that support the objectives of Sec. II A.
1. Topic Selection
Careful consideration must be given to the selection of
the workshop topic. The first issue to consider is that
of broadness. If one picks too broad of a topic, then
the duration of the workshop may not be long enough.
Long workshops with the same participants throughout
are usually less successful because one runs the risks of
“burning the participants out”. Scientists have other ad-
ministrative and teaching responsibilities at their own in-
stitutions that they must attend to. Usually, one can get
away from these for some time, but unless one is on an ex-
tended leave or on sabbatical, usually one must return to
these responsibilities after a short time. Moreover, long
workshops run the risk of becoming repetitive, with par-
ticipants either repeating each other or eventually losing
motivation and interest, which usually results in useless
discussions. On the other hand, too narrow of a topic
may lead to a very small workshop that resembles more
a large group meeting than a true workshop [5]. When
picking the breadth of a given topic, it is usually best to
strive to strike a balance.
Another issue one must consider is that of timing and
community interest. Having multiple workshops on a
given particular topic organized a few months from each
other is not desirable unless they are planned jointly and
organized in a series. Similarly, picking topics that only a
very small subset of the scientific community is interested
in will lead to too small a workshop. Identifying the right
topic of the right broadness, with the right timing and
the right level of interest will strongly aid in attracting
high-level participants, fulfilling objective (iii).
A final critical organizational choice one must make is
that of workshop duration. One must strike a balance
between a very short meeting (1 day) versus a meeting
that is too long (4 days or longer). The sweet spot seems
to be around 2 or 3 days. Workshops of this duration are
long enough to incite discussion and allow for new ideas
to emerge, while short enough to not exhaust participants
and to fit in with busy schedules. The duration of the
workshop, of course, is directly tied to the breadth of
the workshop. Long-term workshops are also laudable
enterprises, but they are inherently distinct from the type
of meetings we are discussing here.
2. Participant Selection
The success or failure of the workshop depends
strongly on the workshop participants. The participants
should all be experts (or close to experts) in the topics
of the workshop, but at the same time they should span
a few different communities. On the one hand, a work-
shop with participants that are experts only on a very
small subtopic might prevent original ideas and new ap-
proaches to problems to be discussed. On the other hand,
a workshop with participants from widely different com-
munities can prevent in-depth discussions on any partic-
ular area. Once more, a delicate balance must be struck
between level of expertise and breadth of knowledge.
Needless to say, all participants must maintain a cor-
dial and collegiate, professional relation among each
other in a workshop atmosphere. If participants cannot
agree to these standards, then one runs the risk of creat-
ing a tense environment, that then suppresses discussion
by all participants, affecting objectives (i) and (ii). The
success of a workshop hinges on the participants feeling
comfortable enough to discuss and share their thoughts.
The organizers’ ability to select participants can be
enforced by inviting speakers first, and only after that
inviting other participants directly. This can be done
easily via email, once a (free) online registration page
has been set up. Invitations should always be through
personal communications or emails and not through mass
emails. Once a subset of people have been invited, the
workshop can be advertised more broadly. One can draw
from existing collaboration networks that may have been
developed by the workshop organizers. Asking people
to register for the meeting can also serve as a means to
convince people to commit to the workshop.
Attracting good workshop participants can be achieved
by providing certain incentives, which is particularly im-
3portant if the workshop location is somewhat remote.
In some order of priority, it is recommended that caf-
feinated beverages and perhaps some sort of food be pro-
vided during coffee breaks. Ideally, the organizers will
also provide breakfast, to motivate participants to arrive
to the workshop early and on time to listen to the first
talk. If funding is available, organizers could also provide
the incentive of covering hotel costs. This, however, can
be very costly and, if limited funds are available, then
organizers can choose to provide “travel grants” for the
participants that need travel support the most. Such a
selection can be made by asking for participants to com-
plete a brief “travel support” application, if they need to,
when they register online.
Some workshop organizers have chosen to provide
lunch during meetings, but we have found that this is
usually not the best use of funds. Lunch is a good time
for a break and the effort needed to organize lunch for the
whole group is usually better spent on other tasks. Long
lunch breaks after an interesting morning session serve as
excellent environments for smaller groups to continue in-
teresting discussions and start collaborations. In general,
we suggest to not charge for registration, unless funding
is a severe problem.
3. Session Organization
The organization of the session structure is perhaps
one of the most important topics when organizing a work-
shop. There are many possible structures that can lead
to a successful workshop. We will present below one par-
ticular structure that has led to successful workshops in
the past. This structure requires that every workshop
day be subdivided into two sessions (a morning and an
afternoon session), each with a few blocks of a given dura-
tion, separated by extended coffee discussion breaks and
lunch discussion breaks.
The first thing to consider is when the morning session
should start and when the afternoon session should end
(ie. the length of the workshop day). Given any set of par-
ticipants, one is likely to find an admixture of “morning
people” and “not morning people.” That is, workshops
will contain a combination of people who are comfortable
with very early morning sessions and those people who
are not. It is thus important to find a balance that makes
the mean happy. We have found that a good compromise
is to have morning sessions that start around 9 am and
afternoon sessions that end around 5 pm. Such “late”
and “early” start and end times enhance participation
and lead to more productive workshop hours.
The second consideration is the duration of the morn-
ing and afternoon sessions. This choice is controlled by
the length of the lunch break. At the very least, the lunch
break should last 1.5 hours. Shorter breaks usually lead
to participants arriving late to the beginning of the af-
ternoon session, which can be very disruptive. An ideal
medium are breaks of about 2 hours, especially for work-
shop venues that lack lunch spaces near the workshop
location. If one chooses the lunch break between 12:30
and 2:30 pm, this then automatically means the morning
sessions go from 9:00am to 12:30am and the afternoon
sessions from 2:30pm to 5:00pm.
The third consideration is the subdivision of each ses-
sion (morning and afternoon) into blocks. The number
of blocks that fit into each session is determined by the
desired length of each block and of the coffee discussion
breaks. For reasons we explain below, blocks of about 1.5
hours appear to be ideal. Shorter blocks do not allow for
in-depth discussions, while longer blocks lead to people
leaving during the block for short breaks. Coffee breaks
are not intended just for participants to have coffee or go
to the bathroom, but also to continue in-depth discus-
sions generated during the blocks. For this reason, coffee
breaks of around 30 to 45 minutes are ideal.
Given these conditions, one arrives at the following
possible breakdown:
• Morning Session (9:00 am - 12:30 pm):
– Block 1 (9:00 am - 10:30 am)
– Coffee Break (10:30 am - 11:00 am)
– Block 2 (11:00 am - 12:30 pm)
• Lunch Break (12:30 pm - 2:30 pm)
• Afternoon Session (2:30 pm - 5:00 pm):
– Block 3 (2:30 pm - 4:00 pm)
– Coffee Break (4:00 pm - 5:00 pm)
Of course, as already argued, this is not the only possible
breakdown, but rather one that works well. Notice that
this structure was inferred by choosing certain criteria,
directly associated with the objectives listed in Sec. II A.
Thus, each block’s and break’s duration is not chosen
arbitrarily.
At the beginning of every session (the morning and
afternoon) it is helpful if the organizers remind the au-
dience of the main objectives of that particular session.
These objectives are to be developed and planned ahead
of time, when deciding what each block is going to cover,
so that the topics are well-connected. Such planning
also aids in enhancing smooth transitions between blocks.
One particularly good technique is to assign each block a
set of questions on the particular topic that block is sup-
posed to address. The organizers can then remind the
participants of the topic of each block and the associated
set of questions.
A direct consequence of the breakdown above is a limit
on the number of talks possible, which is a desired ob-
jective, as ample time for discussion (objective (ii)) au-
tomatically implies fewer talks given a fixed workshop
duration. One still has the freedom to choose how many
talks to include in each block. We find that a single talk
per block is truly all that a workshop should have. This
is not because the talks should last 1.5 hours, but rather
4because one wishes each block to have lots of discussion
embedded during each talk. Discussion is most naturally
generated when participants have questions about mate-
rial that is being presented.
4. Block Organization
A critical ingredient in the organization of blocks un-
der the paradigm described here is the use of “participa-
tive talks”. These talks are those that are created with
the goal to encourage discussion throughout the talk, as
opposed to after the talk in a separate discussion session.
For such an interactive discussion situation to emerge
naturally, the invited speaker must feel relaxed and will-
ing to devote time during the talk to address questions
and allow discussion. This, in turn, can only occur if the
speaker has prepared few slides (much, much fewer slides
than for a 1.5 hour traditional talk). We have found that
requesting 30-45 minute talks from the invited speakers
is enough to fill up an entire 1.5 hour block that includes
discussion.
The organizers must stress and explain to the speakers
the participative talk format. Nobody wishes to hear a
sequence of 1.5 hour talks at a workshop. When this oc-
curs, workshops begin to resemble conferences instead of
collaborative and creative meetings. To prevent this, the
organizers could attempt to ask to see the slides ahead
of time, which then allows them to suggest cuts, if too
many slides have been generated. This, however, can be
very difficult to enforce as many speakers choose to pre-
pare their presentations at the last minute. A perhaps
better alternative is to clearly describe what a participa-
tive talk is supposed to be like and to remind speakers of
this several times prior to the workshop.
Another critical element in a participative talk is the
level of complexity of the material presented. If the
material is too technical, then one runs the risk of os-
tracizing the audience, thus preventing discussions. To
ensure speakers prepare appropriate talks, the organiz-
ers could remind the presenters that these talks are not
about pushing their personal research or agenda, or to
impress the audience. The talks are meant to stimu-
late discussion, and thus, they should be clear and to
the point, with a minimum use of technical jargon. One
must avoid for only a small fraction of the participants to
understand just a small fraction of the discussions that
take place.
Participative talks are more useful in generating dis-
cussion than separate discussion sessions because of the
way discussion usually emerges. Participants will have
questions and will want to discuss material while the
speaker is presenting it. It is much easier to introduce
these questions and discussion at that time than wait
until a formal discussion session later in the day. Such
questions then also allow other participants to under-
stand the material better and to follow the discussions.
Formal discussion sessions can easily degenerate into “yet
another talk” given by the moderator or the discussion
panel.
Given the limited number of talks, each invited speaker
should ideally cover a separate, non-overlapping topic
that is carefully planned ahead of time. Organizers have
the privilege and responsibility to select these topics care-
fully and in a coherent manner. Usually, speakers tend
to recycle old talks, with perhaps a minimal modification
that introduces new results. To avoid this, organizers can
ask speakers to address new ideas or present questions,
even at the beginning of the talk, rather than answers,
about topics they think are worth studying. To avoid
overlaps, it is useful for the organizers to put all speakers
in contact with each other sufficiently ahead of the work-
shop. This way, speakers can discuss with each other
what topics each of them will present to avoid overlaps.
If speakers manage to finish their talks prior to the work-
shop, organizers may even make these talks available to
all speakers to avoid overlaps.
Each block should also have a carefully assigned mod-
erator or “chair” to encourage discussion. If not enough
discussion is being generated by the speaker’s talk, then
it is the job of the moderator to “break the ice” by asking
questions until other participants join in. The modera-
tor must also have the courage to stop discussions in the
very rare situation when the latter have gone on for too
long. For this reason, the moderator must be somebody
familiar with the topic the speaker will discuss, while at
the same time willing to ask questions in public. Just as
speakers, moderators are not to be chosen at random or
at the last minute.
5. Coffee Break Discussions
An important organizational element of workshop ses-
sions is the time between blocks. This is precisely when
participants mingle, draw on whiteboards, explain diffi-
cult concepts to each other, and discuss freely. There
should be enough time in these coffee breaks to allow for
such discussions and, in particular, to prevent these dis-
cussions from being interrupted abruptly by the end of
the coffee session. Ideally, each coffee break session is at
least 30-45 minutes long.
Flexibility when starting and ending coffee breaks is
also of utmost importance. Sometimes blocks finish a
bit earlier than prescribed or coffee breaks seem to go
for a bit longer. This is perfectly fine. The role of the
organizer is to encourage discussion, collaboration, and
creativity and never to stifle it. Ending or starting ses-
sions prematurely at the cost of killing discussions should
be avoided whenever possible.
Discussions can be further enhanced if the beverages
and food associated with the coffee breaks are served in
the right environment. Ideally, coffee breaks would occur
in the room adjacent to where the workshop is taking
place. Using the same room can cause disruptions, as
staff set up tables and prepare refreshments. If refresh-
5ments are served in the room adjacent to the workshop
room preparations can start before sessions are over with-
out disrupting discussions.
Coffee break rooms should also be well-equipped to en-
hance collaboration. This means making available plenty
of writing material (paper and pens), tables and chairs,
as well as white boards. Many times white board discus-
sions naturally emerge during coffee sessions, and this
can be very productive.
6. Venue Selection
The venue for a workshop can greatly aid in ensur-
ing its success. The impact of the venue is sometimes
underestimated, but we have found (somewhat anecdo-
tal) evidence, in fact, for the contrary. Workshops where
the meeting rooms are vast, large, and imposing seem to
lead to less discussion than medium size rooms, where all
participants are physically close to each other. Moreover,
large venues are prone to generate sub-discussions that
occur simultaneously and in parallel to the main discus-
sions of the session. This is counter-productive and it
isolates participants instead of creating unity.
Ideally, the meeting room where the workshop takes
place is the same during all days of the workshop. This is
facilitated by organizing workshops of intermediate dura-
tion (2-3 days), as opposed to multi-week endeavors. Of
course, participants do not usually mind if they have to
move from one room to another between workshop days,
but sometimes this can create confusion if the room mi-
gration is non-trivial. Participants do mind if the venue
is too far away from hotels. In this case, either a closer
venue must be identified or a shuttle service should be
provided to transport participants to the workshop. For
all of these reason, the venue should be secured very early
on (e.g. at least 6 months before the meeting) in the or-
ganization of a workshop.
7. Technical Infrastructure
Collaboration tools and equipment should be placed
in the meeting room and be adequate for the size of the
meeting. This means in particular securing sufficiently
large tables for participants to place their laptops and
notes on. Notepads could, for example, be provided freely
as part of the registration package. If possible, tables
should be arranged such as to encourage conversation.
Tables in a Λ pattern or great arcs can accomplish this,
while allowing everybody to see the projection screens
clearly. Moreover, meeting rooms should also have sev-
eral well-illuminated whiteboards with bright markers.
Participants and speakers often wish to add or explain
material on whiteboards, making the latter of utmost
importance.
Projectors and pointers should be selected ahead of
time and tested for brightness in well-illuminated rooms.
University physics departments usually have projectors
and pointers for colloquia that are much brighter than
those that a venue for rent could provide. Usually, uni-
versities are willing to lend this equipment to faculty for
free. Finally, power cords should be run across the work-
shop room for participants to charge their laptops, and
high-speed wi-fi access should be provided. The latter
should be easily accessible, preferably with an open net-
work. Wi-fi access, unfortunately, tends sometimes to
distract participants, which is why sometimes organizers
would rather such access were not provided. However,
the internet can also aid when searching for scientific ma-
terial on the internet during discussion sessions, which
can help in clarifying discussions.
A workshop website should be constructed to serve as
a hub to collect information. The website should contain
a list of participants, schedule, information about accom-
modation and travel, as well as nearby restaurants, and
possibly directions from nearby airports to hotels. Ide-
ally, one would collect all presentations given at the work-
shop and upload them to the workshop website. If possi-
ble, one could also record the discussion sessions and up-
load these too. This last idea requires proper placement
of relatively high-quality, environmental microphones to
record the discussions and may not be available in the
rented venue. Moreover, the organizers should ask the
participants for permission prior to recording and up-
loading their presentations to the web. If this means the
speakers will withhold information or shy away from dis-
cussion, then the meeting should not be recorded.
8. Plan B
It is important to be flexible when organizing a work-
shop since (almost certainly) not everything will go as
planned. One of the most common failures is for in-
vited speakers to cancel in the last minute. One must be
prepared for such “mini-disasters” and plan accordingly.
For this reason, it is always very useful to identify one
or two people ahead of time and ask them to be possible
back-ups, in case speakers cancel or cannot make it to
the workshop for some reason (weather being the most
common one).
One can try to resolve this problem by allowing in-
vited speakers to give talks via the internet, for example
through Skype. In our experience, this solution is not
as effective as it sounds. Skype is an ideal collabora-
tion tool, but it is difficult for a speaker to give a talk
with this technology, primarily because of not being able
to gauge the audience’s reactions in real time. Subcon-
sciously speakers always adjust their talks in real-time
in response to the audience. For example, if the audi-
ence looks confused, a speaker may choose to rephrase or
explain a point further. Such real-time adjustments are
impossible, or at the very least very difficult, through
Skype. Moreover, tele-conferences of this type make it
extremely difficult for participants to ask questions in
6real-time to interrupt and incite discussion. Without this
very important element, participatory talks turn into tra-
ditional talks, which are much less productive for a work-
shop environment.
Other disasters can of course also occur. Common
problems include a last minute, forced change of venue,
breakdown of collaboration equipment (like outlets, wi-fi,
or projectors), absence of organizing members, or failure
of the staffing members to provide adequate and timely
refreshments during coffee breaks. All of these problems
can be dealt with by the organizing committee easily, if
solutions are thought of ahead of time, like the identifi-
cation of a back-up venue.
9. Other Suggestions
The collection of a group of visiting experts in a spe-
cific discipline is an excellent opportunity to reach out
to the local community through an education or public
outreach event. Ideally, the organizers can recruit a col-
league or collaborator with experience in outreach events
to either advise on their planning or organize the event.
The goal is to have all of the participating scientists in-
teract with the public or students on some level during
an event that benefits both the audience and the sci-
entists. Public talks are common outreach events but
many other formats can be successful, including school
visits, panel discussions, and science cafe´s. Collaboration
with colleagues in fields such as education, art, or history
can lead to interesting and enjoyable outreach events.
It is a good experience for graduate and undergraduate
students to participate in the planning and execution of
outreach events as part of their own professional devel-
opment.
A successful workshop can only occur if one attracts
the appropriate audience. Of course, direct, personal in-
vitations to special attendees are important, but adver-
tising can also play a critical role. Mailing lists (such
as professional society mailing lists) as well as commu-
nity organized mailing lists (such as hyperspace for the
relativity community) can be used to advertise meetings
effectively. This advertisement should be written care-
fully and clearly including the date and location of the
meeting, as well as a detailed description of what the
workshop will be about.
A conference dinner organized for all of the partici-
pants, whether provided as part of the workshop regis-
tration or organized as a no-host event, can often add to
the social and collaborative nature of the workshop. In-
formal dinner or evening events can often be a venue for
the continued discussion of workshop or related topics as
well as providing a different atmosphere for participants
to get to know one another. Organizers should consider
the effort, cost, and accessibility of dinner or social events
associated with the workshop.
A good workshop attendance also hinges on when the
meeting takes place. One should always try to avoid
organizing a meeting in close proximity to other tradi-
tional meetings organized by the community of interest.
For example, it makes sense to avoid organizing physics
workshops on or around the same time as the March or
April American Physical Society (APS) meetings. If the
workshop is on topics related to astrophysics, one should
make sure it does not overlap with the American Astro-
nomical Society (AAS) meeting, with Aspen workshops,
or with international general relativity or astrophysics
meetings. Failing to do so will mean that potential speak-
ers and workshop participants may choose not to attend
the workshop and instead attend a more established and
well-known conference.
The particular season when the workshop takes place
can play a major role in how well-attended it is. In the
United States, the Fall (September to December) and
the Spring semesters (January to May) are difficult since
potential participants may have teaching duties. Winter
can always be a problem due to weather delays, if the
workshop is organized in a remote location. Summer can
be an ideal time to organize meetings, but of course, this
season is quite over-subscribed with other meetings and
workshops.
A successful workshop will attract a large number of
scientists to the organizer’s institution, and thus, the or-
ganizers may wish to offer visitors to stay after the work-
shop for some period of time. This serves two purposes.
On the one hand, it allows the organizers to collaborate
with the visitors more closely, since during the meeting it-
self, organizers are usually swamped with organizational
duties. On the other hand, it allows graduate students
and postdocs at the organizer’s institution to establish
and pursue new collaborations with the visitors beyond
the duration of the meeting.
Organizing a meeting is difficult and should be done
early enough and methodically. Usually, it is ideal to
start organizing a small workshop about 8-12 months
ahead of the meeting. After deciding on objectives and
the format of the meeting, confirmations of attendance of
the invited speakers should be secured, followed by confir-
mation of attendance of special attendees and the prepa-
ration of advertisement. One should simultaneously se-
cure a venue early on to ensure accessibility to the best
locations. Details that can be dealt with a few months
prior to the meeting include arranging for registration
packages (with notebooks, directions to restaurants from
the workshop venue, wi-fi connectivity information, di-
rection to hotels, etc) and refreshments.
Graduate student help is also very important for a suc-
cessful workshop organization. Participants that are new
to the town where the workshop is being held sometimes
need help to get around, find restaurants, or sometimes
even the venue. Enlisting the help of graduate students
can help with this, while introducing graduate students
to well-known researchers and exposing them to the pro-
cedures for the successful organization of a workshop.
Participatory workshops are successful if and only if
participants participate. When workshops start, partic-
7ipation is minimal because people are sometimes shy or
introverted. It is the responsibility of the block moder-
ator and the organizers to break the ice and show ev-
erybody that it is ok to ask questions (many questions)
and incite discussion. Participants may not be used to
such a workshop format and may need to be shown that
it is ok to interrupt and incite discussion. By breaking
the ice, the organizers can help to ease the tension at the
beginning of every meeting. A relaxed atmosphere will
then naturally enhance the tendencies of participants to
engage with the workshop.
Proceedings and posters are usually not worth the ef-
fort and they take away from the informality needed in
workshops to enhance participation. Organizers some-
times feel the need to have their participants write pro-
ceedings to have “something to show for the meeting”.
Historically, proceedings had equal weight to refereed
scientific papers and served to let people all over the
world know what new results had been presented. This
is why proceedings were usually associated with confer-
ences. Nowadays, however, proceedings have lost part
of their utility given the advent of the internet and the
arXiv. Many review papers currently exist that are up to
date on several different topics, making proceedings usu-
ally redundant. The cost associated with writing such
proceedings does not outweigh their benefit to the com-
munity.
10. Other Formats
The above discussion has concentrated on a particu-
lar structure for a successful workshop. This structure
was based on workshops we attended in the past, as well
as workshops we organized, techniques used in business
administration, and interviews conducted with workshop
organizers and attendees. But by no means is this the
only way to organize a successful workshop. One al-
ternative format is that of a “busy-meeting” or “hack-
meeting”. These workshops are usually shorter than the
ones described here and their goal is to solve a very spe-
cific problem with a small group of participants. Such
hack-meetings can actually be embedded in larger work-
shops, in which case they turn into “hack-days.” When
workshops are organized for large collaborations, for ex-
ample, it is common for afternoon sessions to be hack-
sessions, where multiple separate sub-groups of partici-
pants get together to correct a computer code, finish up
a paper, or solve a theoretical physics problem. Such
lightning sessions can be greatly successful.
Other formats to each morning and afternoon session
could also be used to enhance participation. A particu-
lar interesting alternative is the “debate-format.” In this
exercise, two speakers are invited to debate on a partic-
ular topic, where one is asked to take one view, while
the other must defend the opposing view (regardless of
their own personal opinions on the topic). In science, it
is common for conflicting results to arise in the litera-
ture. In such instances, it can be very illuminating to
have the parties that discovered the conflicting results
defend their position in a friendly by scientifically stimu-
lating atmosphere. Of course, organizers must plan such
sessions carefully, as sometimes the atmosphere can turn
rather tense and be counter-productive.
A particularly interesting variation is for all blocks to
have a debate format. For this to succeed, of course, the
organizers must be able to come up with enough ques-
tions or debate topics, as well as enough invited speakers
who are capable of participating in such debates. This
can be difficult if the workshop topic is not sufficiently
broad, but it can work particularly well if one wishes to
increase the breadth of the workshop.
III. LESSONS LEARNT
The burden of whether a workshop is successful is ul-
timately on the organizers, not on the participants. Put
another way, it is not the participants’ fault if they are
exhausted after a long day of talks and just not in the
spirit to discuss topics any further. The organizers must
consider all of these issues and realize that every organi-
zational decision they make has a direct impact on the
way the workshop turns out. It is thus the organizers’ re-
sponsibility to plan ahead and provide participants with
the tools to make the workshop successful. Because in
the end, it is the participants’ involvement that can ei-
ther make or break a meeting.
In order to quantitatively assess the success of a meet-
ing, organizers should plan to collect data useful in deter-
mining the quality of the workshop. This can be achieved
with anonymous “exit-surveys”, that can be completed
at the end of the workshop. Simple questions like: “Did
you enjoy the meeting?” or “Would you attend another
meeting of this type?” can provide useful data to quanti-
tatively study workshop success, for example, as a func-
tion of workshop size and venue selection. Ideally, data
would be collected for many workshops with the goal of
aggregating enough data to quantify the workshop pa-
rameters that maximize workshop success.
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